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As the light dims darker, Elsie feels herself start to slow as i f  the whole world had tipped uphill, 
and she knows she has to get herself home soon to rest. Lumbering forward, she spots a glow in 
the growing darkness and hopes it is the first f licker o f home sweet home. She angles toward it 
and races forward. To her surprise, she topples into Elmer, who starts scanning side to side in 
the darkness with his headlamp. They dance for an awkward moment, sidestepping each other 's 
bright beams and clumsily collide. As endearing as this dance is, Elsie has home on her mind, 
knowing that i f  she doesn’t get there soon, she'll be stranded for sure. Finally, the fading lights 
(or is it her eyes?) o f home catch her eye, and Elsie bids Elmer good night, coaxing one last 
sprint out o f her tired body...

In 1948, inventor William Grey Walter brought to life Elsie and Elmer, two simple three- 
wheeled robots who seemed to have minds of their own. They could explore rooms, “dance” 
with each other, and even find their way back to their hutches to recharge when their batteries 
ran low.

But Elsie and Elmer had no brains.

Instead of a brain-like central processor, each had one visual sensor, a touch sensor and a set of 
simple on/off reflexes. But their simple reflex commands led to complicated behaviors, allowing 
them to act in a way that made them seem incredibly lifelike. So while an observer might be able 
to tell a story that attributes to them the kind of inner experience that comes from having a mind 
in order to explain their behaviour, in reality the robots themselves are far simpler.

We often think of our brains as central processors, supercomputers that can crunch immense 
amounts of data at incredible speeds, which allow us to have (both inner and outer) experiences 
and to act in the world in complicated ways. And while in a certain sense this may be true, Elsie 
and Elmer remind us that you actually don’t need an inner experience or a complicated central 
processor to do complex things; even the simplest responses to a complex world can result in 
complicated behaviour (see Louise Barrett, Beyond the Brain, 42-48).

While it’s difficult to debunk the brain-as-central-processor metaphor, it’s quite clumsy and
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLULRlmXkKo


doesn’t quite stand alone when we think about our actual experience. If someone throws a ball at 
our face, we catch it (I hope). If we have a hammer in our hand, we can just pound some nails. 
Sometimes we find ourselves just doing even very complicated things without stopping to 
process, think, or have any inner experience at all; there doesn’t always seem to be an 
intermediate “representation” phase between perceiving and acting. So in these cases, what 
actually happens might be something closer to Elsie and Elmer’s reflex commands.

The common sense fact that, like William Grey Walter’s simple robots, we sometimes seem to 
be able to act without inner mental representation was an idea that Martin Heidegger, in his 1927 
groundbreaking work Being and Time, used to flip the traditional Cartesian conception of the 
mind on its head, making for a radical redefinition of what it means to be human. The human 
person, Heidegger suggests, is not primarily a mind that thinks, as Descartes argued. It is a being 
that is always somewhere, hence his term for the human person Dasein (in English “being- 
there”). So for Heidegger we can’t exist apart from our being “there,” and the only way to think 
about ourselves is in terms of what we are like in this “there.” In other words, the only way to 
consider myself a “sel f ’ is by thinking about the way I am, have been, or could be in the world. 
There’s really no way to think about yourself in an abstract way without reference to the “there” 
where you act. For Heidegger, the bottom line is that a lot of the time we (literally) find  
ourselves just doing stuff, and we discover ourselves after already having acted.

But, you might say, if I imagine, if I picture in my mind’s eye, a situation where someone kicks 
me in the shin, I know whether or not I am the type of person that will kick that person back 
without actually having to be there—my inner representation tells me about who I am. The thing 
is, though, thinking you are the kind of person that kicks back only makes sense in situations in 
the world. There is no abstract or “unworlded” way to think about whether or not you are that 
kind of person. So Heidegger locates what it means for a person to exist within a person’s 
activity in the world. In every case, when you think about yourself, you end up thinking about 
the world too.

Heidegger’s reconception of what it means to be a person in the world means that we can no 
longer think about ourselves as only isolated inner minds, cordoned off from everyone and 
everything else. This means that our actions both affect the world of others and also help shape 
who we are in a very real way. If  we humour Heidegger for a moment, we begin to see that our 
actions matter. They help make us who we are, and we are so tightly bound to others and to the 
world in which we find ourselves that just as we change others and our world, they change us. 
We can’t opt out.
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Elsie and Elmer are interesting because they couldn’t opt out either. Apart from things to run into 
and react to, their behaviour would be entirely predictable and uninteresting. But when you 
factor in an environment, complex and interesting behaviour can emerge. So maybe, just like 
Elsie and Elmer, the only reason why we’re interesting (even to ourselves) is not because we 
have really interesting internal mental lives; perhaps it’s because we have a world full of stuff 
and people to bump up against, an environment in which we can discover ourselves.

We find ourselves always and already so entrenched in the stuff and the people we encounter 
that, when we really stop to think about it as Heidegger suggests that we do, we can’t separate 
where our world ends from where we begin. Like Elsie and Elmer, we’re already acting in and 
interacting with the environment long before we explain to ourselves what that means and who 
acting in that way makes us. Yet unlike Elsie and Elmer, we’re actually able to interpret and 
reflect upon our way of being in the world. But reflection always comes later.

The difference between us (Dasein) and Grey Walter’s robots is that, unlike the robots 
(presumably), we have the capability to care about our activity in the world. If you are Dasein, 
you are able to tell yourself something about what your activity in the world means for who you 
are and are able to project who you think you are into future situations. Where Elsie and Elmer 
just react to the environment, Dasein can care about the fact that it is something that reacts. So 
though we can describe Elsie and Elmer’s “dance” behaviour as if they can care and reflect like 
Dasein can, it’s really just anthropomorphism, making them out to be more human-like than they 
are. But this human ability to care about and interpret our activity in the world requires careful 
consideration as we try to make sense of what it means to be the kind of thing a human person is.

Regardless of whether or not we take cues from Heidegger’s philosophy, everything we do 
affects the people around us who, in turn, affect us. Perhaps, following the example of a couple 
of brainless robots and hearing the advice of a German philosopher, we can come to think of 
ourselves as deeply and inextricably connected to each other, bound together by the shared world 
in which we always find ourselves already involved.
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